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Norwich, 1816

The future had never looked so bleak and Carolyn Torrington had no one to blame but herself. She gazed at the soapy plate clutched in fingers raw from hot water. The white shiny surface offered no hint of a change for the better. The gold-rimmed dish merely reflected a pair of worried brown eyes and a moon face framed by damp strands of hair. She pushed her misted spectacles up her nose trying not to inhale the strong smell of lye.

She set the plate to drain and winced as she plunged her hands into the suds. Bleak indeed. If she didn’t find a paying position soon, she and her sisters would find themselves homeless and seeking asylum in the local workhouse.

She shuddered. Perish that thought. She’d pay any price to avoid that fate. Almost any price, she amended. Tomorrow she would visit every business in Norwich. Surely someone required the help of a refined, well-read female. Then she would seek rooms with a reasonable rent. Somehow, she would find a way to keep her family together.

The sound of a lively Roger de Coverley wafted down the passage. Last year she had been a guest at the Granthams’ annual hunt ball. No doubt this year she was providing a source for local gossip. They all knew about the plump vicar’s daughter who had rejected Norwich’s most eligible bachelor only to find herself destitute.

She clenched her jaw. Things had to get better. She heaved the next stack of greasy plates into the sink, blinking as a soapy drop of water joined the other moisture blurring her vision.

There was always the other way out, a little voice whispered in her inner ear, tempting and wily. After staying away for a whole year, last week Lucas had presented himself at her door every day for a week. To agree to his demand would be like selling her soul to the devil, particularly since he’d caused all her troubles in the first place. Perhaps not caused, she admitted with a sigh, she had his father and her own stubborn pride to shoulder that blame. But he wasn’t helping matters by plaguing her daily.

And that was the reason the Granthams’ castle keep-come-scullery offered the perfect hiding place. He’d never think to seek her here among the dirty dishes while the gentry danced the night away in the Tudor great hall until midnight when the huntsmen would ride in for their trophy as tradition demanded. A tradition handed down from medieval times. Horses in a ballroom, for goodness sake, and in this day and age. Men. Did they never grow out of such nonsense?

The outside door banged against the stone wall. Caro, heart pounding, a hot wet plate pressed to her chest, swung around. She watched, slack-jawed, as a horse and black-coated rider clattered beneath the great stone arch into the vaulted chamber.

The antiquated flambeaux quivered in their iron wall sconces, sending shadows dancing wildly across the walls.

The inrush of cold air stirred the hair on her nape. A shiver ran down her back. Speak of the devil and he was sure to appear. Lucas Rivers, Viscount Foxhaven, her erstwhile best friend and rejected suitor, certainly fit the bill. Long jet hair scraped back in a queue demonized the chiseled planes and angles of his face in the flickering light. A slash of black brow winged up to match the wry twist to his firm lips.

Her foolish heart tumbled over. By dint of will, she curbed a smile of welcome. The ton might find his antics amusing, but he’d get no encouragement from her, not anymore.

How on earth had he managed to run her to earth? Or was he drunk and had simply lost his way? “If you are here for the trophy ride, you need to enter through the front door, otherwise you’ll find the stables across the courtyard.” She sounded remarkably calm given the beast’s size and the way it seemed to steal the air, replacing it with the smell of leather and horse.

He cracked a familiar short laugh. “I know where the stables are.” His deep voice resonated off the ancient stone walls and strummed every nerve in her body.

Butterflies seemed to take wing in her stomach. “What do you want, Foxhaven?”

“You. Your sisters said I would find you here.” He ran a disparaging glance around the cavernous room. “I didn’t think you’d sunk this low.”

Not low enough, if his presence meant anything. A spurt of anger stiffened her shoulders. “There is nothing wrong with honest toil.”

He glowered. “It won’t do, Caro. I’m not leaving until you agree to marry me.”

“Then you stay and I will leave.”

The stallion moved deeper into the kitchen, metal-clad hooves striking sparks on the flagstone floor, blocking her exit. “I mean it.”

She glared at him. “You had your answer a year ago. I see no reason to change my mind.”

His sardonic gaze swept over the shapeless black gown and the mobcap she’d borrowed from Lizzie, her maid. “Really? I suppose you would sooner wash dishes than marry me?”

She shrugged. “You’ve had your little joke. Now, take yourself off, before something breaks and I get the blame.”

“I’m leaving, all right.”

Then why did it sound like a threat?

He clicked his tongue. The horse picked its way between her and the table, trapping her against the sink’s hard edge at her back and a well-muscled thigh on a level with her nose.

She sucked in a breath. “Be careful, you idiot.”

He lunged down and caught her around the waist. One swift jerk and he swooped her off her feet. She screeched as the ground fell away in a sickening rush. For a moment, she dangled in his strong arm, then he settled her sideways across his lap with a grunt.

“Did you strain your back?” she asked with sugary sympathy.

“I expected you to be heavier.”

Heavier? Wasn’t it enough that she was larger than a Norfolk ewe before shearing, according to one local wit? And he was being kind.

The sight of the handsome face so close to hers froze any words she might have dredged up. The feel of his arm in the hollow under her ribs, his warm breath fanning her cheek, caused an unexpected flutter in the pit of her stomach. How could she respond in this shocking way to his touch when she ought to be angry?

Blast it, she was angry. She slammed her fist against his shoulder. A shock wave jolted up her arm as if she’d struck an oak tree. “Ouch. Foxhaven, put me down.” To her disgust, she sounded utterly feeble.

“Not until you say yes.” With a delicate touch he brought Maestro around the table and headed down the passage toward the assembled company.

A horrid premonition entered her mind. Her stomach dropped. “You can’t mean to take me in there.”

“Can I not?”

She grabbed the front of his coat and gave him a shake. “No.” She kicked his booted calf.

He winced. The horse sidled, causing her to slip. She gasped. She snatched at the reins. “I will not let you do this.”

He encircled her wrists in a large gloved hand, trapping them against her chest.

Searing heat flooded her skin at the pressure of his knuckles against her breasts. She forced herself to ignore the casual intimacy. “I will be recognized.”

“Then you should not have refused to speak to me each time I called this week. I tried to be civil. You left me no choice.” His square jaw set hard, he urged the horse along the gloomy hallway.

Music and talk and laughter from beyond the ornate wooden screen grew louder. Her stomach sank to the far distant flagstones. “Please don’t shame me like this.”

“Then give me your promise to wed and I’ll turn around right now. No one will ever know we were here.”

“That is blackmail.”

He shrugged and the stallion pranced forward. As they rounded the screen, her captor flung the tail of his full-skirted greatcoat over her head. “One last chance, Caro,” he growled.

She ducked beneath it, clutching it close.

In the warm dark, her cheek rubbed against the rough wool of his jacket. The scent of sandalwood and male filled her senses, while his heart drummed a steady rhythm in her ear. If the whole thing weren’t so dreadful, she might be tempted to cuddle closer.

The hum of conversation ceased. The music trailed off into squeaks and then silence. A raucous male laugh rang out.

“You’re too early, Foxhaven,” a deep voice yelled. “And whoever you have there, she has a neatly-turned ankle.”

She inwardly groaned. Her skirts must be at her knees. Heat scalded her face as a ripple of titters washed up against her. She wished it would float her out of the door, like flotsam. Or should it be jetsam? She never remembered which was which. And besides, she was more likely to sink than to float.

She peeped through the gap between Foxhaven’s coat and his shoulder at a thin sliver of brightly-lit world, at the crowd of avid faces eager for blood. If she jumped clear and ran with her head down, she might make it into the passageway behind the screen unrecognized. She started a downward slide.

Foxhaven tightened his grip. She pried at steely fingers, then bashed his knuckles with her fist. His sharp intake of breath gave her a moment of satisfaction, until the dratted horse lurched and she realized they were ascending the wide stone staircase alongside the dais. She clutched Foxhaven’s coat sleeve with a frantic moan. If Maestro slipped, they would both be crushed. “You are mad,” she muttered.

A chorus of complaints broke out around them.

“Now see here, Foxhaven,” Lord Grantham shouted from behind them. “Get that blasted animal out of here.”

Foxhaven’s thighs flexed beneath her bottom. “Easy, old fellow.” He leaned forward for balance, his chin grazing the top of her head. She stilled, afraid a sudden movement might startle the nervous beast beneath them despite his master’s iron control.

Awareness of male strength shimmered across her shoulders and tingled her spine. The way Foxhaven controlled the skittish stallion with his knees while holding her in place filled her with awe. No wonder people called him the Norfolk Nonesuch.

He chuckled, deep and low. An answering chord of excitement thrummed low in her belly, reminding her of wild rides across open fields and childish games of Knights of the Round Table. Only now her knight’s armor had lost its luster.

Drat the man for enjoying her humiliation. Nothing he could say would make her forgive this night’s work. She would give him a set-down the moment she got him alone. Her stomach flipped. She really didn’t want to be alone with him.

The horse leveled out. She breathed a sigh of relief as the sounds from the ballroom faded behind them. Finally, a chance to talk some sense into the dissipated idiot. Maestro came to a stop, but footsteps trotted after them. She risked a peek.

One of Grantham’s servants grabbed at a stirrup. “My lord, you must turn back.”

“Stand aside,” Foxhaven ordered. He lowered her to the ground, careful to set her well clear of the fidgety animal, then dismounted.

Run, her mind shouted. Her feet seemed to take root.

He grabbed her arm, tossed the reins to the open-mouthed lackey and, snatching a lantern from the wall, pushed her inside the nearest chamber. “This will do.”

The room smelled of mildew and damp. She straightened her spectacles. The faded blue bed hangings needed a good cleaning. Moths had made a feast of the tapestries on the walls, while a fine layer of dust coated the bedside table and the carved wooden armchair by the gray stone hearth. At least here there were no witnesses to her torture.

“Let him have his head and he’ll be fine,” Foxhaven said to the footman and slammed the door shut.

Someone pounded on the other side. “Open this damn door or Stockbridge will hear from me.” Lord Grantham again.

“Good,” Foxhaven shouted back, ramming the bolt home. “I’m sure my father will be delighted. He’s in London.”

“You numbskull,” Grantham yelled. “I’m sending for the magistrate. God damn it, man, get this animal out of here.” The clatter of Maestro’s hooves became faint along with the sound of Lord Grantham’s threats.

Foxhaven placed the lantern on the stone mantel and turned to face her, legs astraddle, hands on lean buckskin-covered hips. Encased in a fashionable black driving coat, his shoulders seemed to fill the room, while eyes as dark as chocolate and twice as tempting gazed at her. Unable to look away, she licked her dry lips. It had been months since she had tasted anything as luxurious as chocolate.

A slow smile dawned on his lean face, changing it from menacing to impossibly handsome, almost boyish. “Now, Miss Torrington. One good reason why we should not marry.”

A year ago his resentment at being forced up to the mark by his father had been as obvious as storm clouds on a summer afternoon. He’d flung his proposal in her face and stood waiting for her answer like a man doomed to the gallows. The recollection still hurt. She backed into the soft wall covering, widening the distance between them. “My reasons are my own and the answer remains no. Now, let me go or face the consequences.”

He raised a quizzical brow. “No one down there is going to care about a kitchen wench. Half the women are green with envy and most of the men are wishing they could get away with it.”

“For goodness sake. Lord Grantham is going to fetch the magistrate. Don’t you see what you have done? I’ll be ruined.”

He flashed his too easy smile, the one he’d perfected in London, the one that spoke of knowledge and dissipation and set her pulse racing. “That’s the whole point, I’m afraid, my dear Caro. Agree to marry me or I shall go down and announce whom I brought up here.”

She desired above all things to blame him for her giving in, but she just couldn’t believe he would deliberately cause her harm. Not when he had always been her friend and rescuer. In those days his smile had meant more than him getting his own way.

Dark eyes mirthful, hands on hips, he stared down at her sprawled on the grassy bank of a swift-flowing stream. Lucas. The sun burnished his dark hair and turned the sky behind his head a hazy blue. His gaze dropped to the bare leg she had been rubbing. “What are you doing, Miss Torrington?”

She whisked her skirt-hem over the aching limb. “I tripped on a tuft of grass.” She smiled to hide how awkward and foolish she felt and hoped her face wasn’t too red. “I was picking flowers.” She pointed to the scattered cornflowers she’d dropped when she fell. “I didn’t hear you come along for the noise of the water.” Otherwise she might have tried to jump up and hide her foolish predicament.

He strolled down the uneven bank and hunkered beside her, the full glory of his handsome features coming crisply into focus and halting her breath. “Are you injured?”

The concern in his tone soothed her bruised ego like balm, but did nothing to ease her physical pain. “I wrenched my ankle.” Now she sounded pathetic. She held back the threatening tears that seemed more inclined to flow because of his sympathy. “It is sure to feel better in a moment or two.”

“Let me see.” He pushed her skirt a little way up her leg and ran a long gentle finger over the blue-tinged swelling just below her anklebone.

“That must hurt like the very devil,” he said. He colored. “I mean it must hurt a great deal.”

They must teach manners at school. He never used to be so formal.

“It is not as bad as it looks,” she lied.

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. “I’ll bind it, and we’ll see if you can walk.” He leaned over and dabbled the square of pristine white linen in the fast-running shallow water.

“You should be more careful,” he chided over his shoulder. “You might have fallen in the stream.”

“I know,” she managed to reply, unable to do more than gaze at the fascinating contrast of jet hair curling over a stark white collar. Her pulse seemed to skitter.

“Perhaps this will help.” He wrapped the sopping-wet square of white cotton around her foot. It felt deliciously cool on her heated skin. His knuckles brushed her calf as he knotted the fabric.

She inhaled a quick breath.

He glanced up sharply, removing his hand as if stung. “Did that hurt?”

She shook her head. “It feels wonderful.” She felt heat rush from her breasts all the way up her neck to her face. “I mean the cloth.” Oh, darn it, now that sounded wrong.

His gaze dropped to her feet and a small smile played around his lips. “You have nice ankles. You should take better care of them.”

He thought she had nice ankles? Her blood ran cold then hot again. “I will. Look after them, I mean.”

A faint color stained his lean cheeks. He glanced away and rose to his full height. My word he’d grown tall, all broad shoulders and narrow hips, while in the eight months since he’d been away, she’d grown nothing but rounder.

She flipped her skirt over her feet.

He reached out a hand and pulled her to her feet. “I came to see if you wanted to go riding tomorrow, but it seems as if you will be confined to a couch for a while.”

Just her luck.

“Can you walk?” he asked.

She took a tentative step. Pain shot up her leg. “Ouch.” She would have fallen had he not caught her around the waist.

Tears blurred her vision. Suddenly, she was airborne, his heart thudding against her ear. “Lucas, no,” she cried. “I’m too heavy.”

“Rubbish. I could carry you all the way home.” Brave words. For all that, he sounded a little breathless as he climbed over the tussocks to the roadside.

Caro clung to Lucas’s neck. He had said she had nice ankles. No one ever noticed anything about her apart from her overlarge bosom.

His chestnut mare regarded them with interest as they approached. “Do you think you can climb up on Beauty with my help and I’ll walk you home?” he asked, his black eyes laughing down at her, teasing but kind.

Much too kind to cause her any real damage. She lifted her chin. “Very well, Foxhaven, let us go downstairs and get it over with.”

His amusement faded. In one long stride, he faced her toe to toe. He loomed over her, reminding her of his height and strength and width. “Devil take it, Caro. Why are you being so stubborn?”

The heat of his body encompassed her like a warm blanket. Eager trembles quaked in her chest. If only he really did want to marry her. “Please, Foxhaven, stop this farce. We are friends. Nothing more.”

His hands dropped to her shoulders. Her stomach rolled over and her limbs developed the consistency of porridge cooked to perfection, not a single lump to hold her up.

One leather-gloved finger lifted her chin. She smothered a quick in-drawn breath at the sheer male beauty of his starkly modeled features. She forgot to breathe out.

His eyelids lowered a fraction. For one incredible heart-stopping moment, she thought he would kiss her.

“What would it take, Caro?” he asked.

She let go her breath. “Nothing will make me change my mind.” The words scoured her throat.

It was so easy to deny his attraction when he wasn’t standing right in front of her. She’d laughed at his exploits reported in The London Times, congratulated herself on a narrow escape even as she buried the pain of lost girlish dreams beneath calm good sense. Now, her heart ached.

She jerked free of his grasp and stumbled the few short steps to the window.

“Bloody hell.” Incredulity edged his voice. “Are you scared of me?”

Terrified. If she gave in he’d break her heart. Again. “Of course not.”

He shook his head, sauntered to the chair and dropped into it. His long body seemed perfectly at ease, but beneath the studied indolence she sensed barely leashed tension. It crackled the air she breathed.

“You won’t leave this room until I have your promise to wed.” The deep timbre of his voice brushed her skin like the nap of finest velvet, seduced her will.

She clenched her arms around her waist. He didn’t want to marry her. He never had. This had to be some sort of horrid prank, perhaps a bet with his rakish friends. She’d heard of such goings-on in London, she just hadn’t thought he’d try them on her. Unlike the Grantham boys, when they were children, he had never stooped to ridicule. When she couldn’t keep up during their marches across the fields, the triplets called her dumpling. He simply put her on guard duty. Everyone was right.  He really had changed for the worst.

She flicked a glance at the door, measuring the distance.

“Don’t think about making a run for it, my dear,” he drawled. His voice dropped to a murmur and a wicked smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “You’d never make it through the door.”

She gritted her teeth against his mocking tone. Not even the heir to an earldom could force her to marry. Her current spinster state proved it. She narrowed her eyes, trying to see past his cynical mask. “Why are you doing this?”

“For our families’ sakes?”

“Their wishes didn’t seem to trouble you the last time you asked. I would swear you were relieved when I refused you.”

He grimaced. “I wasn’t ready to settle down.”

“Has something changed?” She managed some mockery of her own.

He slouched deeper in the chair. “My father will cut off my allowance if I can’t persuade you to see reason by month’s end.”

She blinked. “What?”

He shook his head. “Sordid, is it not? I didn’t think it mattered what he wanted, because my grandmother died and left me a tidy sum along with a property in Scotland. Somehow Father had managed to convince her to change her will and tie the cash to my marrying according to his wishes.” Regret filled his expression, softening his angled jaw. “It really is the very deuce.”

He shifted in the chair, his gaze drifting over her shoulder as if he couldn’t stand to look at her. And who would blame him when she looked a worse fright than usual. She just hadn’t expected any of the guests to show their faces in the kitchen.

His glance flitted back to her face. He raised his right hand and tapped his lips with his forefinger. Once. Twice. He winked his right eye.

Their old signal for “come to my aid”? One of many coded messages they’d devised as children. She must be mistaken. She stared at him.

Again, two taps and a wink.

Disbelief clogged her throat. “No.” She shook her head. “Lucas, you cannot play childish games about something as important as our futures.”

“Caro, I’ve got to have that money.” He sounded desperate.

Desperate enough to marry a roly-poly, bespectacled female. “Debts?” she hazarded.

“Something of the sort. Obligations.”

Gambling debts, no doubt, like so many other young men loosed on the town. The newspapers were full of them. And so were the debtor’s prisons. It chilled her to think of him, her oldest friend, locked inside dank stone walls.

No. She must not let him impose on her. She had her own responsibilities. “There must be hundreds of suitable females anxious to marry you.”

He grimaced. “Not quite hundreds. A few perhaps.”

“Then why does your father insist upon me?”

“He thinks you will act as a steadying influence, a vicar’s daughter and all that.” The expression on his face said she better not try anything of the sort. “He’s ruining my life.”

“Your life? What about mine?”

Head cocked to one side, he gave her a considering look. Another wild scheme being born in his razor sharp brain, no doubt. She steeled herself for an argument.

“Why not make it a business arrangement?” he asked.

“That is what it is.”

“Not the arrangement dreamed up by our fathers. Something to suit us.”

It suited her to head down the back stairs before anyone caught her in here with him. She moved away from the window. “What kind of something?”

His brow lightened. “Neither of us wants to get married. Why not wed in name only?” He leaned forward, forearms on his thighs, dark gaze intent. “We will continue as friends, as always. No marital duties. You know, children and that sort of thing.”

She might be the daughter of a gentleman vicar, but she had some idea of the duties he meant. Disappointment left her feeling empty, but unsurprised. She didn’t have the kind of attributes to attract an aging curate, let alone a handsome reprobate like him. She shook her head. “No.”

“If you won’t do it for yourself, consider your sisters.”

“You would do well to leave my sisters out of your plans. It is bad enough that I am involved.”

“You won’t need to wash dishes for a living.” He flashed a breathtaking smile, all seduction and even white teeth.

She became suitably breathless. “I’m not doing it for a living. I’m helping Lizzie.”

Dark eyebrows rose in disbelief.

She let go a small sigh. “I couldn’t pay her wages this month, but she wouldn’t hear of getting another position. When Grantham’s butler put the word out in the village for extra help this evening, she took the job with her sister. When Nell became ill I offered to take her place so Lizzie wouldn’t lose the money.”

“Where is Lizzie?”

“She’s helping in the ladies’ withdrawing room. I agreed to wash dishes, where I expected no one would see me.”

“Together we can make these problems go away.”

“I prefer them to the sort of fraud you propose. What would your father say?”

“He won’t know unless you tell him. Think about it. Neither of us will have to worry about finances again.” He cast her a sly glance. “What will you do when the new vicar arrives? Where will you live?”

He’d spotted her weakness, of course. Now he would pick away at her defenses until she raised a white flag. Defeat stared her in the face. “I have plans.”

“Surely there’s something you want, something you need for yourself?”

She had a whole well of unfulfilled desires, but what she wanted meant nothing if it didn’t help her sisters. “A season in town?”

His eyes widened. He seemed to have trouble replying.

Heat rushed to her face. She ran shaking fingers down her stiff bombazine skirts. Idiot. He meant he wanted to buy her something. If he took her to London, he’d have to introduce her to his friends as his wife. He’d be far too ashamed. Perhaps she’d found the perfect way to hold him at bay after all.

“Very well. If that is what you want,” he said in a rush, as if afraid she’d change her mind.

She stared at him in wide-eyed astonishment. “I will need you to escort me to balls and routs, you realize? My sisters will need a knowledgeable chaperone when it is their turn to come out.” She took a deep breath. “And they will each need a dowry.”

He nodded, albeit a little stiffly. “I understand perfectly. Does this mean the answer is yes?”

She nibbled at her top lip. Since a married lady didn’t need to attract young men to dance and flirt, she might actually enjoy herself. This might be her one opportunity to see something of the world beyond Norwich. She could visit the theater, see the Tower, and perhaps catch a glimpse of the royal wedding. The newspapers touted Princess Charlotte and Prince Leopold as a fairy tale couple. A long time ago she had believed in fairy tales and happy endings. “If we are married, I could do just as I please?”

A frown creased his brow. “Within reason.” His expression cleared. “We both could. You know, once my inheritance is sewn up, we could end it whenever it suits us. I would ensure you and your sisters were financially secure, of course.”

Her head spun. “A divorce, you mean?”

“If we marry in Scotland it can be arranged, though it wouldn’t be entirely free of scandal.”

She frowned. Was this another of his tricks to bend her to his will? “Are you sure?”

A shadow of something akin to pain flickered in his eyes. She put it down to a trick of the uncertain torchlight when he curled his lip in a sardonic smile. “I didn’t entirely waste my time at university, you know. What do you say? Is it a bargain? We certainly got on well enough before they threw this wedding nonsense in our paths.”

“You did,” she muttered, refusing to think about happier times.

She rubbed her chilly arms and turned to the window, vaguely aware of the torches twinkling along the crenulated courtyard wall. A bargain? He was proposing a convenient financial arrangement to end in shameful divorce. It sounded so cold and so daunting, particularly the part about the divorce. Her father would have been horrified. Her stomach roiled. A strange weight pressed down on her chest, something dark and slightly sad, like the sensation of finding a baby bird thrown from the nest by a cuckoo. And no way to help.

She swung around to face him full on. “Are you sure there isn’t anyone else you can ask?”

He stiffened, his smile fading. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you found my company so abhorrent.” His voice sounded harsh, strained. Asking for help clearly stung his noble pride.

Guilt washed through her. “I don’t, not really. I just thought you might prefer . . .” Someone he would not be ashamed to show off to his tonnish friends. The words remained stuck in her throat.

He shook his head in a slow regretful movement. “There is no time. I must have the money now.”

He wouldn’t be here if he had another option. A painful but honest truth. 

She chewed her top lip. He hadn’t always been a careless rake. As a boy, he’d been gentle, sometimes rather too sensitive for his father’s rough tongue. A true friend would try to turn him from his destructive path. Her beloved papa would have insisted she make the attempt.

If she agreed, she’d be living under the same roof with him as a friend, pretending to be his wife to the outside world. It sounded like a cross between heaven and purgatory.

It all came back to money, or rather their lack thereof. If she went ahead with this, Lucas would pay off his debts and the girls could return to the luxury of their old life, maybe even better. Lizzie wouldn’t need to find other employment and everyone’s future would be secure. Since much of the blame for their desperate circumstances rested squarely at her door, how could she refuse?

If she’d accepted him the first time, they might have had a chance at a real marriage, and perhaps her father would still be alive.

She stared at his darkly handsome face, at the fingers drumming on his knee, and crushed the flicker of hope that he might someday see her as more than a friend. If she did this, it would be with her eyes wide open.

With an impatient hand, he swept a lock of hair from his brow. A long black hank escaped its ribbon and fell in a glossy wave to his shoulder. It tempted her touch. If they married, she’d be tempted every day. Not if she stuck to their bargain. She drew in a steadying breath. “I’ll do it.”

He smiled.

She didn’t trust that smile. Not anymore. “I want the agreement in writing.”

His jaw dropped in open-mouthed shock. “Impossible.”
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“Why is it impossible?” she asked.

The golden tones of her skin, which had once reminded him of sunshine and carefree days, had faded to sallow. In her ugly black gown, she looked more fragile than he remembered, less well rounded, as if she hadn’t had a decent meal for months. He felt like a bully.

“This is as much for your benefit as mine, you know,” he muttered. “If anyone were to discover such an agreement, it would be construed as collusion and a divorce would be disallowed.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Oh.”

The vulnerability in her huge amber eyes caused a pang of guilt deep in a place he’d thought frozen out of existence. Vulnerable? What a jest. She’d defied the mighty Lord Stockbridge for months. No mean feat for a woman. It had taken Lucas years to pluck up the same measure of courage.

“If it is to be a business arrangement, we should have something in writing,” she said.

There it was again, the intractability that seemed to run down her spine like an iron bar. Hell. Why quibble over a piece of paper if it got him what he wanted? “As you wish. But it must remain a secret.”

“It will be our private agreement.”

He nodded toward the bedside table. “See if that drawer has writing materials, will you? Lord Grantham will throw a fit if I go down and ask for paper and pens.”

Lucas could imagine at least one lascivious use for a quill. The thought of drawing a feather over Caro’s naked lush form and bringing her voluptuous flesh to a state of quivering anticipation stirred his blood and things further south.

The ancient bed looked strong enough to endure an energetic romp. If he captured that ripe mouth in a kiss, convinced her to part her lips and let him taste her sweetness . . . His breath shortened.

Was he mad? This was Caro, his straightlaced childhood friend and respected companion in countryside forays, not an opera dancer.

Fortunately she noticed nothing of his body’s response to his wayward thoughts as she hurried to the table. She pulled out an inkstand and paper and set them on the dusty surface. “It has everything we need.”

He dragged his chair over. After a moment’s thought, he dipped the quill in the ink and wrote:


This agreement is between Miss Carolyn Torrington and Lucas Rivers, Viscount Foxhaven, each being of sound mind and body. The parties agree to marry as a financial arrangement only. Each is free to live their life as they see fit until one or the other decides to divorce. At that time, said Lucas Rivers will provide an annual income of one thousand pounds to Carolyn Rivers, née Torrington, until she marries another.

Signed this twentieth day of March in the year of our Lord eighteen hundred and sixteen.



He added his name with a scrawling flourish. “I think that should do it.”

She shifted the paper out of his shadow and leaned close, peering over the top of her spectacles. She read it through twice.

Did she think he would trick her? The thought made his skin crawl. Once upon a time, he never doubted her trust.

“It seems fine,” she said at last. She signed her name neatly beside his.

Take that, Father. Lucas wanted to grin, to shake her hand, but her air of forced resolution stifled the moment. It was as if she’d made a pact with the devil. He felt a twinge of disappointment. He might not deserve her hero worship from their childhood, but did she have to view him in such a bad light?

No matter. He’d do his best to make their bargain work. And just let his old man try to interfere.

She folded the note, placed it in her apron pocket and gestured toward the door. “Would you mind not making an announcement tonight?”

Now what thoughts were going on behind those honey eyes? “You can’t change your mind, Caro. I have your agreement in writing. We leave for Gretna the moment I collect my carriage from Stockbridge Hall.” Even as he said the words, he knew he wouldn’t press her if she balked.

She glanced down at herself with a small, self-deprecating smile. “I’m not exactly dressed for a ball.”

He released a breath. She had given her word and she’d keep it. The tightness across his shoulders eased. He grinned. “No, that you are not.”

“I will use the back stairs and let Lizzie know I’m leaving.”

In a generous mood at the outcome of what could have ended in disaster, he nodded. “Good idea. I promise you won’t regret this.”

The corners of her mouth lifted a fraction. “Let us hope not. I will meet you at Rose Cottage in two hours.”

“One.”

She opened her mouth to speak, then nodded and scurried from the room without a backward glance.

He flung himself into the chair. Damn his father for leaving him no option but to gull a green girl like Caro. A point of light reflected in the toe of his boot, and he flexed his ankle, watching it play on the shiny black leather. A season in London and all it entailed. The wretch had turned the tables on him quite handily. Perhaps she wasn’t quite as naive as she appeared.

A vision of being led by the nose to a host of stuffy functions flashed through his mind. Hell, no. He had to take care of his lads.

He pushed up from the chair in a burst of energy. The sooner he got this wedding out of the way and got his hands on his inheritance, the sooner he would finalize things with Lady Bestborough.

• • •
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“I cannot believe you are really married,” Alexandra said.

The bedropes squeaked as she settled herself more comfortably.

Caro leaned sideways to catch a glimpse of the slender blonde and beautiful sixteen-year-old in the dressing table mirror. “I can hardly believe it myself.” Nor could she believe she was actually going through with her mad idea to go with Lucas to London.

Neat in black gown and white apron and wielding hairpins like pitchforks, Lizzie shifted to block Caro’s view.

“Be still, my lady. Havey cavey, I call it. Running off to Gretna Green with a man you hadn’t a good word for a year ago.”

“Lizzie, enough. What is done is done.” A sense of foreboding made Caro’s heart flutter. It might be undone all too quickly if Lucas found her tiresome.

Alex slid off the bed, squeezed past Lizzie and rested her elbows amid the ribbons and tortoiseshell pins on the dressing table. Her blue eyes glowed. “Well, I think it is the most romantic thing ever.”

Caro’s stomach clenched at the thought that Alex might follow her example. “I do not recommend it, I assure you. We bounced over the worst roads in England for three days until my teeth were loose.”

A furrow formed in Alex’s marble brow. “But to be married over the anvil . . .”

“It was cold. I had not eaten a hot meal for hours, not even a cup of coffee, and the blacksmith was no gentleman.” She shuddered. The man who performed the ceremony would have horrified her father. “It was not the least bit romantic.”

“Oh,” Alex said, picking up a pink ribbon and weaving it through her fingers. “I still do not see why we all cannot go to London with you.”

Caro wanted to agree. She would feel a whole lot less nervous about the adventure with her sisters in tow and under her watchful eyes.

Lucas had all but choked on his brandy in the inn after the ceremony when Caro suggested that very thing. Perhaps she should tell him she had changed her mind about going at all?

Alex held the ribbon to her throat and pressed against Caro to catch her reflection. “What do you think?”

“I don’t think it goes with that nice new blue gown,” Lizzie said, her sniff a punctuation mark. “Move over, Miss Alex.”

Alex craned her neck to see the back of her blue sprigged muslin. “I love this gown. Foxhaven is very generous.”

Open-handed to the point of wild extravagance. “Yes,” Caro said. “And it must have cost a fortune to rent this house so close to Norwich.”

“I suppose so.” At Caro’s glare, Alex blushed. “It is much nicer than Rose Cottage.” She glanced around. “And at least we have a bedroom each.”

Lizzie grasped Alex’s shoulders and shifted her aside. “How am I ever to get this hair of Lady Foxhaven’s looking decent with you standing in the way, Miss Alex. We can’t have her going to London with her hair all straggly, now can we?”

Lady Foxhaven. How strange it sounded. A flutter of nerves danced in Caro’s stomach and she glanced down at her rose-colored brocade. Festooned around her neck and down the front with ribbons, it had been her father’s favorite. “Do you think Foxhaven will approve of this gown?” Lucas had recommended she order a new wardrobe in London.

Lizzie glowered into the mirror. “He should be glad to see his bride when he hasn’t seen you for two weeks, no matter what you have on. You are newlyweds.”

Caro grew a little warm. She hated the lies that tripped off her tongue, but she could hardly announce the agreement she and Lucas had made. “Foxhaven says all the best houses in town are snapped up early in the season. He had to go to ensure us decent accommodations.”

Lizzie snorted. “I’ve never heard the like of it, leaving a bride on her honeymoon.”

She would never have a honeymoon and there was no sense mourning the fact. She blinked away the mistiness in her eyes and Lizzie cast her a suspicious glance.

“That last pin made my eyes run.”

“Be careful, Lizzie,” Alex said.

“You can’t reform a rake.” Lizzie’s tone was dark as she fixed another wisp in place. “You said that to your poor dear papa, rest his soul. And he supported you. Why didn’t you say yes at the time, then at least Lord Stockbridge wouldn’t have badgered him into an early grave.”

Oppressed by the sense of guilt she’d carried since her father died, her shoulders sagged. “I don’t wish to discuss it, Lizzie.”

Running feet sounded on the stairs outside, followed by stifled giggles.

“Are you finished, yet,” called Jacqueline on the other side of the door. “May we come in?” The younger girls had escaped the drawing room and Miss Salter their governess for the second time that morning.

Stepping back to admire her handiwork, Lizzie frowned. “It’s the best I can do.”

Caro nodded. “You worked wonders, Lizzie. Thank you. No one can turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse.” Nor yet a sow into a fashionable gazelle.

“Caro!” Alex exclaimed crossly, and threw open the door. Lucy and Jacqueline danced over the threshold in new green muslin gowns. It was as if her parents had two families. First herself, then seven years later Alex, Lucy and Jacqueline in quick succession. If only Mother had not died giving birth to the stillborn son and heir, who would have kept their home within the family, things might have turned out very differently for them all.

Lucy glued her gaze on Caro, her eyes like jade medallions, her curly red hair springing in little corkscrews around her face. “You look scrumptious.”

Caro laughed. She knew she was mousy, not a glorious auburn like Lucy, nor blonde and blue-eyed like the other two. Mouse, plain and simple. With emphasis on the plain. The worst possible combination of her exotic French mother and sandy-haired father: mousy hair, vaguely  brown eyes, skin that would never be alabaster no matter how much milk she used and a figure like an overblown rose when the fashion required elegant willows. But her younger sisters’ youthful adoration glowed in her heart.

“You look like an iced cake,” pronounced Jacqueline, dancing around her.

“A cake?” Caro said, uncomfortably aware of a surfeit of ruffles covering her overly bountiful bosom and generous hips. She darted a glance in the mirror.

“Silly,” Lucy said. “She looks all grand, like a titled lady.”

A small shiver ran through Caro at the thought of the title and all it should mean, but did not.

“I don’t want you to go.” Jacqueline’s voice sounded as thick and damp as a foggy morning.

A shadow passed through the room, glowing faces dimmed, eyes clouded.

Caro forced a bright smile. “The season ends in July. I will be back before you notice I’m gone and in a year’s time it will be Alex’s turn to come out. Then we will all go to London.”

“A whole year.” Alex flounced to the window.

“I don’t mind waiting,” Lucy announced, bouncing down on the bed and smoothing her new green skirts. “When it’s my turn, you will know all the finest people and take me to all the best parties.”

“I miss you already,” Jacqueline said, her sapphire eyes moist.

Poor Jacqueline, she barely remembered Mama, and with Papa so remote these past few years, Caro felt more like a mother than a sister. Caro reached out and enfolded her in a big hug, ignoring the sniffles against her gown and the potential for wrinkles. “No you won’t. You will be so busy having fun with Miss Salter here at the new house, she will have to remind you to write.”

“I won’t forget,” Lucy said.

Caro reached around and pulled her off the bed and into her arms. “I hope not.”

“Mind your dress, my lady,” Lizzie said.

A forlorn expression crossed Alex’s face. Over the heads of the younger two, Caro gave her the special big-sister smile she reserved for when the younger two were bothersome. Alex rushed forward and threw her arms around them all and pressed her face against Caro’s shoulder.

A stomach-churning flutter in her stomach caught at her breath. Perhaps she should stay here, safe within the bounds of her family. The idea sounded as tempting as the bonbons she’d tucked in her reticule to keep up her spirits on the ride to London.

Coward. This time she wouldn’t be alone against the wall in a frumpy gown and spectacles, she’d be a fashionable married lady. And while Lucas didn’t feel more than friendship for her, she trusted him to keep her safe. At least, he would as long as he remembered her existence.

This trip was a longed-for adventure and, like facing a high wall on a horse, she needed to hold her breath and fly.

She gathered them closer, drawing courage from their slender bodies.

“Tsk tsk,” Lizzie said, leaning against the door, wiping her eyes on her apron. “Lord Foxhaven’s carriage has been outside for fifteen minutes or more. Let your sister finish getting ready.”

Caro kissed each girl in turn on their soft, smooth cheeks, tasting salty tears. A hot hard lump blocked her throat, making her laugh shaky and breathless. “Go and put on your hats and coats and wait with Miss Salter in the drawing room. We will go out together and you can stand on the step and wave goodbye.”

“Me first,” Lucy said.

“No, me.” Jacqueline raced for the door.

Giggling and pushing, they squeezed through the opening.

With a sedate flick of her skirts, Alex followed. “You can’t be first,” she called out. “I’m the oldest.”

Caro watched them go, her heart aching, then glanced at Lizzie with a rueful smile. “I’m glad you are coming to London with me. I shall not feel quite so lonely.”

“Lonely?”

Oh, heavens, she’d said too much. She peeked in the mirror and ran her hands down the front of her gown. “I really am three times the size of Alexandra.”

“That girl eats like a horse.”

“And I’m the size of one.”

“Buxom, your papa called it. You need to eat proper, or you’ll get sick. I’m right glad you asked me to go along, my lady. You need someone to keep an eye on you in that there heathen city.”

Rolling her eyes at Lizzie’s foreboding expression, Caro followed her sisters down the stairs.

• • •
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Lucas’s head ached abominably. He really shouldn’t have allowed the Grantham triplets to drag him off to a cockfight at the George Inn, but it had been impossible to dampen their enthusiasm for a belated bachelor party. They’d mourned the end of his freedom in prime style, little knowing the joke was on them.

He stared morosely at the Torrington front door. He’d been married for three weeks and now he had to keep his end of the bargain and take Caro to London. She’d wanted time to settle things with her sisters after the wedding, so he’d gone to London to rent a house. Now he was back and he’d been waiting for what felt like hours.

The fresh east wind that sent gray clouds scudding across a watery blue sky whipped a strand of hair into his eyes. He hunched deeper into his greatcoat. He could go inside and wait, but the thought of a house full of young females curdled his blood. What the hell was keeping Caro, anyway?

“Shall I walk ’em, my lord?” asked Tigs, his diminutive tiger. Stretched to his full height, the wizened man held the tossing heads of the spirited team of grays, while the footman kept the reins from tangling from his perch on the box. Hitched to the back of the carriage, Maestro lifted a back hoof and gazed his reproach.

Lucas shook his head. Surely she couldn’t be much longer?

Damn it. If marriage meant hanging about waiting, he already didn’t like it.

The front door opened. At last.

The three younger Torringtons poured out in a swirl of warm wool cloaks and beribboned bonnets followed by a tall gray-haired woman, Miss Salter their governess. He winced as their twittering chatter bounced around inside his skull.

Last to emerge, Caro lingered on the steps hugging and kissing her sisters in turn. The tawny velvet cloak he’d sent over yesterday suited her unusual coloring much better than black. With fashionable clothes, something more flattering to her fulsome figure, and a little town bronze, she might even look striking.

Caro glanced over at him with a hesitant smile, a tiny curve of her full lips.

His wife. A strange warmth stole into his chest, something he hadn’t felt for a long time. If his head wasn’t aching like the inside of a kettledrum being marched up the hill by the Duke of York, he might have smiled back.

Lizzie pulled her black shawl tight, as if daring the wind to tug it loose, and marched down the path to the carriage. He scowled. He’d wanted to leave the self-opinionated maid behind.

A pain stabbed his temples.

He dragged himself to the front door and in a blur shook hands with the stick of a governess, bade the tearful sisters farewell, then escorted Caro to the carriage.

“Are you ready?” he croaked through a dry throat, holding his mad instinct to flee in check.

She nodded, ran a considering gaze over him and frowned.

That frown didn’t bode well. His stomach felt heavy, as if a lead ball had landed in its pit. “What?”

“You might have worn a decent cravat instead of that handkerchief thing.”

A wedding didn’t give her the right to dictate what he wore. “I never wear cravats. Not unless I absolutely have to.”

Huge in her oval face, her fawn eyes stared back at him. “It is the correct attire for a gentleman, surely.”

The belcher knotted around his throat tightened as if he’d made a noose and volunteered to put his neck in it. “How I choose to dress isn’t really your concern.”

She recoiled, pressing her lips together as if to swallow another admonition. After a moment’s hesitation, she rested a hand on his proffered arm and stepped up into the carriage.

He regretted his harsh tone, if not the words. Bloody hell. He hadn’t expected her to take her wifely role to heart. “Spring ’em,” he growled at Tigs and dove in after her.

“Goodbye,” the girls chorused as Caro leaned forward and waved from the window.

He pressed his head against the squabs and closed his eyes against
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